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UNLEARNING: A REVISED VIEW OF CONTEMPORARY LEARNING THEORIES? 
 
ABSTRACT 
The speed of change in organisations is now so fast that the normal human forgetting 
processes cannot cope.  Writers in the areas of adult learning and human resource 
development are therefore showing increasing interest in the need for unlearning. This 
paper examines two contemporary learning theories, as well as traditional principles of 
learning, to examine how these theories need to be re-interpreted to help understand 
unlearning. 
INTRODUCTION 
One of the only certainties in organisations today is that the pace of change will increase. One of the 
key challenges for those involved in facilitating lifelong learning is to understand how to also 
facilitate unlearning. Speed of change is now so fast that the normal human forgetting processes are 
insufficient to assist in the learning process. Writers such as Starbuck (1996 p.272) have suggested 
that people have difficulty in discarding obsolete ideas but that learning often cannot occur until 
after unlearning has occurred. Delahaye (2005) comments that it is only in the last few decades that 
unlearning has become a phenomenon worthy of consideration. 
 
Two viable theories of unlearning have been proposed. Hedberg (1981) suggests that the individual 
consciously erases obsolete knowledge in favour of knowledge that is more serviceable; a process 
that is considered to be different to forgetting, where the individual unconsciously loses useful or 
useless knowledge. Hedberg’s (1981) suggestion is likened to ‘overwriting’. The second theory 
proposed by Klein (1989) is referred to as the ‘parenthetic model’. Klein (1989) suggests that the 
new knowledge sits beside the old knowledge and that the old knowledge can be dredged up if the 
individual returns to the old context. It could then be assumed that, if the old knowledge is not used 
for some time, the old knowledge will gradually degrade. 
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There appears to have been little advance in the literature on the overwriting and parenthetic 
models; nor any suggestion of alternate models of unlearning. Complicating these models of 
unlearning, though, is the view that the differences between old and new knowledge are not clear 
cut and some basic understanding of the processes of unlearning would be beneficial as a beginning 
point. Accordingly, this paper will re-examine the idea of unlearning and analyse the possible 
contributions existing learning theories can make. Two relatively recent learning theories; 
transformational learning (Mezirow, 1990)and the creation of knowledge (Nonaka, 1991) will also 
be examined for implications specifically for unlearning. 
 
TRANSFORMATIONAL LEARNING 
 
Mezirow (1994 p.222) formulated what he described as a ‘comprehensive, idealized and universal’ 
model of adult learning.  As such, Mezirow’s ideas could be foundational, underlying theme for life 
long learning. Mezirow (2000) has suggested that there are three domains of adult learning. 
 
 Instrumental learning involves the process of learning to control and manipulate the environment 
or other people and is often task-orientated problem-solving. Communicative learning involves the 
dynamics of understanding others and has two sequential elements. Rational discourse occurs where 
the learner attempts to understand the inner world of another person and also tries to help the other 
person understand her or his inner world. Reflective discourse involves a critical assessment of 
beliefs, values and points of view and whether those beliefs and values are worth adopting. 
Communicative learning differs from debate in that debate tries to convert the other party. In 
communicative learning judgement is provisionally suspended and is then only used to consider 
whether or not to adopt a differing view without devaluing the other person. Emancipatory learning 
occurs when an individual decides to change his or her frames of reference - those deep seated 
underlying values and belief systems that guide, shape and dictate everyday attitudes and 
behaviours. Transforming frames of reference is usually a long and emotional experience. 
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Transformational learning, then, would appear to provide some support for Klein’s (1989) 
parenthetic model.  
 
CREATION OF KNOWLEDGE 
The creation of knowledge would seem to be an intrinsic theme for life long learning. Nonaka 
(1991) and Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995) proposed a model of four knowledge generation processes 
based on Polyani’s (1997) dimensions of tacit and explicit knowledge. Explicit knowledge is 
knowledge that the individual can declare while tacit knowledge is in the mind of the individual but 
the individual is unaware of it or cannot declare it. The four knowledge generation processes 
postulated by Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995) are combination, internalisation, socialisation and 
externalisation. 
 
Combination (explicit to explicit) involves the conversion of explicit knowledge into more complex 
sets of explicit knowledge by adding explicit knowledge. Learning processes include listening to 
lectures, becoming engaged in discussions and reading documents. This combination process would 
seem to provide some support for Hedeberg’s (1981) overwriting model. Internalisation (explicit to 
tacit) is most easily seen when ‘learning by doing’. For example, there is a difference in reading 
about interviewing skills and practising interviewing skills. It is reflecting on the whole body 
experience of ‘learning by doing’ that converts explicit knowledge into tacit knowledge. It is 
suggested that reflecting on oral stories, models and diagrams can also internalise knowledge. 
Socialisation (tacit to tacit) is an osmotic process where complex information is exchanged and 
often occurs where a learner watches and interacts with an expert. Socialisation is a whole body 
experience where various nuances and nonverbal messages are received and synthesised into a 
complex appreciation of an intricate archetype. Externalisation (tacit to explicit) occurs when tacit 
knowledge is translated and expressed into forms that are comprehensible to the conscious mind of 
the individual and to others. Externalisation tends to occur when attempting to explain a thought or 
idea to others, using verbal or written communication. Frequently, the communicator will use 
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analogies, metaphors or models. The explicit representation of the tacit knowledge, though, is 
usually a pale representation of the rich tacit knowledge. It is the effort of increasing the clarity of 
the tacit thought that creates the knowledge. The externalisation, internalisation and socialisation 
processes suggest that unlearning is more complex than the models of Hedeberg (1981) and Klein 
(1989) would suggest.  
 
THE COMBINATION PROCESS/INSTRUMENTAL LEARNING IN UNLEARNING 
The combination process of knowledge generation (Nonaka, 1991) and instrumental learning 
(Mezirow, 1990) has a number of similarities and, for the examination of unlearning, can best be 
discussed together. We know quite a lot about the process of combination and instrumental learning 
as a great deal of research has occurred in this area, particularly in the early part of the last century 
(see for example Thorndike, 1913). From this research, a series of ‘principles of learning’ have been 
established (see for example Delahaye & Smith, 1998; DeSimone, Werner, & Harris, 2002). In 
discussing the effect of these principles of learning on unlearning, the following comments can be 
made: 
1. Whole or part. This principle refers to the decision as to whether the information is presented as 
a complete whole, or in sequenced reasonably sized parts.  From the point of view of 
unlearning, the old knowledge that is to be retired is often only acknowledged as a whole. 
Rather, for successful unlearning the old knowledge should be presented in easily recognisable 
parts, and these parts be reviewed and emphasised as being necessary to be unlearned or at least 
be put to one side (see the parenthetic model).  
2. Spaced learning. Spacing learning suggests that segments of information should be separated, 
either by time or by interposing a period of activity. In terms of unlearning per se, there is most 
probably little that spaced learning can offer unlearning. However, emphasising spaced learning 
in acquiring new knowledge would most probably encourage the ‘overwriting’ (Hedberg, 1981) 
of the old knowledge. 
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3. Active learning. The principle of active learning reinforces the need to involve the learner 
actively in the learning process, thereby achieving ‘whole body learning’. Drawing from this 
principle, it can also be suggested that learners will also need to play an active role in 
consciously letting go of old habits and knowledge, by ensuring that the old behaviours are not 
used. 
4. Feedback. The importance of feedback within learning situations is important from the 
perspective of the learner and the facilitator.  Feedback in a learning situation can be seen in 
certain areas to link back to the principle of reinforcement in operant conditioning theory and, 
according to De Simone, Werner and Harris (2002) should be both informational and 
motivational. In unlearning, such informational and motivational learning could be provided for 
not reverting to the old knowledge. As in most combination processes, it could be assumed that 
such feedback would be given by another party, but there is no reason that the feedback process 
could not be activated by a self-directed learner.  
5. Overlearning. In overlearning, the learning experience needs to encourage the learner to 
practice beyond the level of perfect recall (or overlearn). The challenge for unlearning is that the 
old knowledge has been practiced beyond the level of perfect recall, so the old knowledge is 
well and truly entrenched. Therefore, in unlearning the learner must ensure that the old 
knowledge is not practiced, thus helping the natural decay process of forgetting. 
6. Reinforcement. The principle of reinforcement draws on the work of Thorndike (1913) and of 
Skinner (1953) in operant conditioning.  Positive or negative reinforcement may be appropriate 
during the learning process; either experiencing a positive outcome or removing a negative 
situation because of the learning. This principle will play a role in the unlearning process when 
the old behaviours are not reinforced by rewards. It is likely that old knowledge will be 
extinguished more rapidly if there is no success in using old behaviours. 
7. Primacy and Recency. Thorndike (1913) also referred to the Law of Primacy and the Law of 
Recency, identifying that learners tend to recall better information presented first or last.  For 
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those attempting to unlearn behaviours that have been learnt and reinforced over many years, it 
may prove more difficult as it is at the forefront of their mind.  Steps to overcome this will need 
to be part of any unlearning process. 
8. Meaningful Material. New information being presented must be meaningful to the learner in 
two ways.  Firstly, it must connect with information or experiences they have had in the past. 
Secondly, the information must be considered important for the learner’s future in order to 
ensure sufficient motivation to learn.  It does however mean that learners will need to see the 
relevance of unlearning previous knowledge and behaviours and how the new knowledge is 
more likely to achieve the future desired outcome. 
9. Multi-sense learning. Multiple sense learning indicates that the use of the different senses of the 
individual best engage the learner.  This is also backed up by the research into different learning 
styles or orientations (for example see Kolb, 1984) suggesting that effective learning 
environments cater for different types of learners.  As was the case with spaced learning, 
multiple sense learning most probably has little to offer unlearning – in that it is difficult to 
depict what should not be present. Again, using multiple senses to emphasise new knowledge 
would most probably assist with the ‘overwriting’ of the old knowledge. 
10. Transfer of learning. The final principle relates to the structure of learning to ensure transfer 
back to the workplace so that the barrier of encapsulation does not occur. Encapsulated learning 
(Haire, 1970) means that the learner, whilst able to perform new tasks or exhibit new knowledge 
in the learning environment, does not transfer the learning back to the job, suggesting that 
unlearning of previous behaviour may not have occurred. The emphasis in unlearning, then, is 
in ensuring that the old knowledge is not transferred back to the workplace. 
 
Overall, then, ensuring the unlearning of old knowledge in the combination process is largely a 
matter of using the principles of learning in two ways. Firstly, by fortifying the new knowledge or 
behaviours by using the principles of learning will ensure that the old knowledge is ‘overwritten’ 
more effectively and efficiently. Secondly, by using the opposite of the principles of learning, the 
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anti-principles, if you like, so that the old behaviours are put to one side (put into parenthesis) and 
are more likely to be extinguished. 
 
INTERNALISATION, COMMUNICATIVE AND EMANCIPATORY LEARNING AND 
UNLEARNING 
The internalising process, communicative and emancipatory learning also have a lot in common. 
All three processes are designed to change the tacit knowledge of the individual. In this case, tacit 
knowledge can be assumed to include both deep and complex professional knowledge and frames 
of reference. While such an assumption can be debated, there is no doubt that both are held deep 
within the psyche of the individual and both are difficult to transpose into explicit knowledge. 
When examining unlearning, such commonalities are sufficient. 
 
The internalisation process is most readily linked with learning; the process of converting explicit 
knowledge and whole body learning into deep professional knowledge and/or frames of reference. 
Mezirow (2000) suggests that reflection is most useful in this process. For unlearning to occur, the 
learner would need to reflect on the unproductive nature of the old knowledge or frame of 
reference. Mezirow (2000) would suggest that there are two options for such a change. The first is 
the incremental approach where the learner works on small parts on the overall old knowledge that 
is to be replaced and gradually works to larger, more important parts. In this way, the old 
knowledge would be gradually overwritten. The second option is the epochal approach where the 
learner is affected by a disorientating dilemma; a state of cognitive dissonance where the individual 
faces the indisputable fact that he or she is wrong, experiences stress and reduces that stress by 
changing so that the old knowledge is at least put into parenthesis if not immediately overwritten. 
 
SOCIALISATION AND UNLEARNING 
Socialisation is usually associated with interacting with a ‘master’. To encourage unlearning, the 
master would need to avoid exhibiting any behaviours or values that underpin the old knowledge. 
Socialisation is based on a osmotic process; perhaps non-verbals combined with other subtle verbal 
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messages, and is therefore not a process that can be faked. The master would truly need to believe 
in the new knowledge and not value the old knowledge for socialisation to occur. This comment on 
socialisation underlines the complexity of unlearning. Facilitators of unlearning will not be able to 
rely on just one aspect or process. The entire environment of the learner has to be managed so that 
unlearning will occur.  
 
EXTERNALISATION AND UNLEARNING 
The externalisation process is so tightly associated with learning that, at first, it is difficult to see 
how this knowledge generation process can affect the old knowledge. As one option, the learner 
could be encouraged to surface reasons why the old knowledge is still felt to be important and then 
a problem-solving approach (that is, instrumental learning) could be used to challenge the logic of 
the perceived importance. As another option, the learner could be encouraged to surface episodes or 
periods when the old knowledge was used or nearly used and then reflect on how such situations 
could be avoided in the future. 
 
CONCLUSION 
With information and knowledge burgeoning at a rapid rate (Delahaye 2005), an understanding of 
unlearning is rapidly becoming a critical issue for life long learning. This paper has examined two 
recent adult learning theories to gain some insight into how unlearning can be encouraged and even 
facilitated. The overriding message emanating from this discussion is that, for unlearning to be 
successful, all aspects of the learner’s environment must be considered. While anti-principles of 
learning can be used in the instrumental level of learning, using just a few would most probably 
have minimal impact. As many as possible must be incorporated into the learning experience. An 
additional complication is that knowledge may not be split into a simplistic “new” versus “old” 
categorisation. Therefore, at the same time the learner needs to be exposed to a ‘master’ who 
exhibits none of the behaviours or values of the old knowledge. Simultaneously, the learner would 
have to be encouraged to work incrementally on increasingly larger parts of the new knowledge to 
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ensure extinction. This incremental extinction would need to occur over a reasonable period of time, 
so the learner would need consistent and constant support to ensure the unlearning was successful. 
Finally, at strategic periods the learner would need to be encouraged to externalise tacit knowledge 
about the old knowledge; why it is being retained and have these assumptions challenged. 
Unlearning, then, is a very complex process. Is it any wonder that individuals find unlearning so 
difficult? 
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